
 

  

  

 

       Department of Justice 
                                               MĆĲÀ ġġĆĖĀÙĴ GÙĀÙĖÀú˫Ě fææíÎÙ 

                                                                    Crime Victim Assistance Division 
 

 
 
 

A Guide to Survival 
 

Information for family and friends of homicide victims 

 
 



2 
 

Survivor Tree  
 
The photograph on the cover of this guide is of the ñSurvivor Tree ò (p ermission to reprint by Jeter 
Photography )  at the Oklahoma City Bombing Memorial in downtown Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  

This American Elm tree survived the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995.  It is now a prominent part of the Oklahoma City National 

Memorial.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Survivor Tree was nearly chopped down in order to recover evidence from the bombing.  It 
was also severely damaged from the blast and , even though the tree was not chopped down, it 

was believed it would not survive.  
 

Nearly a year after the bombing, the tree was beginning to bloom again.  The Survivor Tree is 
now  thriving and is a prominent part of the Memorial.  

 
The following is the inscription found in the deck wall around the Survivor Tree:  

The spirit of this city and this nation will not be defeated; our deeply  rooted  faith sustains us.  
 

The cover photo of the  Survivor Tree was chosen as a symbol and tribute to all the survivors of 
homicide .   

 
I t represent s the strength you demonstrate each day and serve s as a reminder of the seed of 

hope that exists for life after great tragedy and loss.  
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Dear Friends: 
 
If you are reviewing this booklet because a loved one has been killed in a homicide, please 
know that we extend to you our sympathy and support. 
 
We know from others who have suffered the death of a loved one by homicide that such a 
loss is one of the most painful and difficult things a person could ever face. 
 
Survivors are the persons who have the most helpful thoughts for others who face such a 
tragedy; consequently, this booklet is based heavily on the experiences, ideas and 
suggestions of survivors themselves. Issues discussed herein include steps in the criminal 
justice system and sources of help which may be available to you. This booklet pays special 
attention to the unique, difficult, and sometimes surprising feelings likely to sweep over 
survivors. Such feelings are common and this booklet includes some practical thoughts on 
how to deal with very difficult circumstances. 
 
Nothing can erase the pain of losing a loved one to homicide, but we hope this information will 
be helpful to you. 
 
 

Sincerely, 

   
Tom Miller 

  Attorney General of Iowa 
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Introduction  
 
Grieving after the loss of a loved one to homicide is different than any other type of grief. The death is violent, 
unexpected and committed at the hands of another person who had control. There is no chance to say 
goodbye. We refer to people who have had a loved one killed by homicide as homicide victim survivors .  
 
This booklet focuses on needs that are unique to homicide victim survivors. It is our desire to help survivors 
understand that their feelings related to the tragedy are normal. The ñGuide to Survivalò will also provide an 
overview of financial help available, a guide to working with the media , and an explanation of the criminal 
justice system.   

 
 
 
 
 

Special Thanks  
 
The Attorney Generalôs Crime Victim Assistance Division would like to thank the following individuals who 
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The Unique Circumstances of Losing a  
Loved One to  Homicide  

 
Coming to terms with a violent death may take much longer than 
anyone expects. We do know that a person NEVER gets over the 
homicide of a loved one. A survivor may feel a sense of being 
unbalanced, disconnected or out of control when they first are faced 
with the death of their loved one. Grieving may vary depending on the 
circumstances surrounding the murder. For some, the lack of 
information results in questions which remain forever unanswered. A 
family member may have difficulty even accepting the death of a 
loved one when the body has not yet been found. Depending on the 
circumstances surrounding their loved oneôs death, survivors may be 
preoccupied with imagining the suffering that their loved one endured 
before death.   
 
In some cases, some survivors have witnessed the murder. Survivors 
may feel great guilt that they could not prevent the murder, guilt that 
they survived, and fear that the murderer will come back to kill them , 

too. Other survivors may blame the witness for not preventing the murder.   
 
Many homicides occur between people who know each other. Families may be divided by perceptions of guilt 
and innocence of family members. Survivors may have tough choices about whom to support when a murder 
suspect is a family member or close friend.  
 
Typically, survivors have no role models to emulate or seek advice from in the beginning , as likely no one they 
know has had to deal with the murder of a loved one.  
 
If you are a homicide victimôs survivor, we hope the information provided in this guide will provide assistance 
and comfort to you as you adjust to the unique circumstances which resulted in the loss of your loved one.       
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Crime Victim Compensation Program  

 
The Iowa Crime Victim Compensation Program pays certain out-of-pocket expenses for victims who are 
physically or emotionally injured by crime .  All program funding comes from fines and penalties paid by 
convicted criminals, not tax dollars . The program is administered by the Crime Victim Assistance Division of the 
Iowa Attorney Generalôs Office. 
 

Who Can Receive Crime Victim Compensation ? 
 
 Primary Victim  

¶ Physically or emotionally injured by a violent crime in Iowa.  
¶ Injured in certain car or boat crimes: driving while intoxicated (OWI), hit and run driving, 

reckless driving, vehicular homicide, or use of a vehicle as a weapon. 
¶ Iowans injured by violent crime in a state or a nation that does not have a Crime Victim 

Compensation Program. 
 
***In the case of homicide, a claim can be filed on behalf of the primary victim by the victimôs 

spouse, children, parents, sibling, or person cohabitating with the victim or person related by 
blood or affinity. Preference is given to t he immediate family first.  

 
Homicide Victim Survivors  
¶ Defined as a primary victimôs spouse, child, step-child, foster child, parent or guardian, step -

parent, foster parent, sibling, step -sibling, foster-sibling, son-in-law, daughter-in-law, sister-in-
law, brother -in-law, aunt, uncle, first -cousin, grandparents, grandchild, legal ward of the victim, 
fianc®, or a person living in the victimôs household at the time of the crime. As of July 1, 2018 a 
divorced spouse does qualify for compensation whether or not they share children with the 
victim. 

 
*** Relationships who are ineligible for compensation include: a person who is a co-parent but not 

in a current relationship with the homicide victim, friend, co -worker and former step -parent. 
 
 

What Does the Program Do For Victims?  
 
While no amount of money can erase the physical and emotional trauma of 
crime, the Compensation Program strives to ease the financial burdens 
suffered by crime victims. Crime-related expenses that are NOT covered by 
insurance or other sources may be paid.  
 
Property damage, legal fees, phone bills, meals or pain and suffering are not 
reimbursed by the program. A victim wanting reimbursement for such items 
may talk with the prosecutor about restitution or contact a private attorney to 
initiate a civil action.    
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Crime Victim Compensation Benefits   
 
 Primary Victim Applications  
 

 
Funeral and burial expenses (up to $7,500) for homicide victims. 
Most funeral homes can arrange a dignified funeral for $7,500. The 
money can be used for items such as burial, clothing, casket covers, 
flowers, grave and grave markers. 
 
 
 

 
 
Loss of support (up to $4,000 per dependent) for dependents of 
deceased victims. Victims eligible for this benefit may include: a 
surviving spouse or cohabitating partner,  minor children financially 
dependent upon the primary victim,  and unmarried, adult children who 
are full-time students currently enrolled in college and financially 
dependent upon the homicide victim at the time of death . Payment is 
made to whoever is determined to be th e legal guardian of the minor or 
dependent child. 
 
 
 
 
 
  Medical care (up to $25,000) provided to the homicide        
   victim prior to death .  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Crime scene c lean -up (up to $1,000) if the crime  
occurred in the victimôs residence. 
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 Emergency Relocation  (up to $1,000 per survivor ) if there are health 
or safety concerns for the survivor to continue living in her/his residence.      

 
 

 
Homicide Victim Survivor Applications  
 
Reimbursement standards are dependent upon the survivorôs relationship to the primary victim (ex. 
parent/child/spouse vs. sibling, grandparent, uncle, etc.).   See table on pg. 10 for benefit eligibility.  
 

 
 
Medical care  including medications and medical treatment.  
¶  
¶  
¶  
  

 
  Mental health c are provided by licensed mental health 
  professionals who possess a masterôs degree. 
 
 
  

 
 
Dependent care costs incurred so a survivor can attend crime-related 
medical, mental health or criminal justice proceedings. 
 
 
 

 
  
 Residential security item replacement for the survivorôs   
 residence. 
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Transportation and lodging expenses to attend crime-
related medical, mental health, funeral and criminal justice 
proceedings. Examples of reimbursement include: airfare, 
car rental fees, and mileage and 
hotel expenses. 

    
 
 

Lost wages due to the death of the victim.  
 
Lost wages  to attend criminal justice  proceedings, including but not 
limited to  the trial  and sentencing.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

Table of  Homicide Victim Survivor Benefits  
  

              
Homicide Victim 

Survivor 

Medical Non-
Medical 

Counseling 

Dependent 
Care 

Residential 
Security 

Transportation
& Lodging  

Court 
Wages 

Grief 
Wages (up 
to 1 month 

without 
disability 

statement)  

Grief 
Wages 
(5 days 
in 1st 2 

weeks)**  

Emergency 
Relocation 

Spouse, Child & 
Parent 

$3,000 $5,000 $1,000 $500 $1,000 $1,000  $6,000  $1,000 

Grandparent, 
Sibling, Step Sibling, 
Grandchild, Aunt, 
Uncle, Son-in-law, 
Daughter-in-law, 
Brother-in-law, 
Sister-in-law, Foster 
Child, Foster Sibling, 
1st Cousin, Legal 
Ward, Cohabitator, 
Ex-spouse  

$3,000 $5,000 $1,000 $500 $1,000 $1,000  $6,000*  $6,000 $1,000 

Niece, Nephew, 
Affinity 

$3,000 $5,000 $1,000 $500 $1,000 $1,000  $6,000*  $6,000 $1,000 

 
*Effective July 1, 2019  
** For claims filed before July 1, 2019  
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What are the Program Eligibility Requirements  for homicides ? 
 
No one deserves to be killed.  However, these requirements are included under Iowa Code. 
 

¶ A law enforcement report must be made within 72 hours after the crime or discovery of the 
crime, unless there is a good cause explanation as to why it wasnôt. 

¶ An application must be filed within two  years of the day the crime happened or was discovered. 
The two year limit can be waived if good cause is shown for why the application was not  timely 
filed.  

¶ The victim must cooperate with reasonable requests of law enforcement in the investigation  
prior to death, if applicable (select circumstances). 

¶ The victim must not have been committing, or attempting to commit a crime that caused their 
death. 

¶ The victim must not have consented to, provoked or incited the crime that caused their death . 
¶ Compensation is not based on the arrest or conviction of the offender.  

 
 
How to Apply For Crime Victim Compensation?  
 

To apply for compensation benefits, a homicide victim survivor must file an application for Crime Victim 
Compensation. Application forms may be submitted  in writing , over the phone  or online . 
Contact the program in Des Moines at (515)281-5044 or toll -free at (800)373 -5044 for more 
information. You can complete an application at https://www.iowaattorneygeneral.gov/for -crime-
victims. 
 

You will be asked to sign a Release of Information and Mental Health Special 
Medical Information Release on the application form. The Release of 
Information gives the Crime Victim Compensation Program permission to 
gain needed information from any hospital, clinic, doctor, insurance 
company, employer, person, or agency to determine compensation benefits.  
The Mental Health Special Medical Information Release authorizes any 
hospital, clinic, doctor, insurance company, agency or mental health provider 
to release information to the Crime Victim Compensation Program.  

 
You will also be asked the sign a Repayment and Subrogation Agreement on the application form. The 
Repayment and Subrogation Agreement requires you to repay the Compensation Program if you 
receive payment(s) from the offender, civil lawsuit, an ins urance program or any other government or 
private agency after payment is received from the compensation program.  
 

Are Compensation Program Applications Confidential?  
 
 Applications for compensation benefits are public information . While the program works to protect 

the privacy of a victim, occasionally an applicantôs name has been obtained from the program and 
mentioned in the media.  

 
Confidential information, such as social security numbers, medical records, counseling records and law 
enforcement reports are protected by law and will not be released by the Crime Victim Compensation 
Program. 
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How Long Will the Applic ation Eligibility Determination Process Take?  
  

The eligibility determination  process takes an average of eight weeks or 40 working days for most 
applications. An application for compensation can be expedited when the crime resulted in the death of 
the victim. The program understands the timely decisions facing 
homicide victim survivors (ex. planning a funeral, crime scene clean-
up, etc.) and as a result tries to expedite processing of primary 
homicide applications.  
 

 An application that requires expedited processing should be brought 
into the program office, completed online, or faxed to the program 
at (515)281-8199. The program will attempt to make an eligibility  
determination within 48 hours of receipt of the primary application, 
as long as required documentation has been obtained from law 
enforcement.     

 
 
 
Crime Victim Res titution  

  
No amount of money can compensate for the loss of your loved one. However, expenses are incurred 
as a result of the crime and restitution is one way to be reimbursed for such expenses. Restitution 
means payment of crime-related expenses to a victim by an offender.   
 
Restitution is mandatory in all criminal cases in which the defendant is convicted. A victim of crime may 
ask the judge to order restitution through a ñVictim Impact Statementò (see pg. 44) available from the 
County Attorney or the presentence investigator at the Department of Correctional Services.  
 

Victims of crime have the right to re quest restitution for all crime -
related expenses which have not been covered by insurance or the 
Crime Victim Compensation Program. This may include, but is not 
limited to, medical and mental health expenses, transportation, lost 
wages and stolen or damaged property. Keep all bills, receipts or 
other proof of losses and attach copies to your Victim Impact 
Statement. If additional expenses are incurred, sentencing orders 
may be amended at a later date. 
 
Once restitution is ordered, the offender should begin making 
restitution payments within the first six months of incarceration. By 
law, the victim will be the first to receive restitution. Payments will 
be sent to you through the Clerk of Courtôs Office in the county 
where the offender was convicted of the cr ime. Keep the Clerk of 
Court aware of your current address so restitution can be sent to 
you. 
 
While in prison, 20% of all money that comes into an inmateôs 
account will be used to pay restitution. If the offender has been 

released from prison, he or she will be held responsible for paying the remaining restitution during the 
supervised parole period. 
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In 1997, a new law was enacted requiring judges to order offenders to pay $150,000 to the estate of a 
victim killed as a result of a felony crime. This amou nt is to be ordered in addition to the restitution 
ordered to the victim for monetary damages. The payment of this restitution does not restrict the 
victim from suing the offender for the death.  
 

 
What is the Difference b etween Restitution and Compensation?  

 
Restitution is only available if the offender is convicted of a crime and ordered by the court to pay. 
Restitution can be ordered for all  of your expenses related to the crime, including property losses. 
Restitution is paid by the offender.  
 
Compensation refers to financial assistance provided by the Crime Victim Compensation Program of the 
Attorney Generalôs Office. Compensation is paid for with criminal fines, penalties, and restitution. The 
Crime Victim Compensation Program cannot pay for property losses. 

 
 
 
Victimôs Rights and the Media  
 

Unfortunately, homicide victim survivors are almost always 
sought out by news media for interviews and statements as 
soon as they learn of the homicide. Most people have never 
experienced this type of invasion, but people do have rights 
when it comes to the media.  
 
When a homicide occurs, the news media often rushes to 
find a photograph of the deceased. If the family chooses not 
to provide one, media may use other sources, such as a 
driverôs license photo, police photo or other available 
photograph. It ôs often best for the grieving family to choose a 
photograph of the deceased for use by the media. A trusted 
person may take a copy of an original photo to the media 
and allow them to copy it. Remember, this is only a 
suggestion, and no one is under any obligation to provide a 
photograph to the media. 

 

 
You Have Rights with the Media  (developed by the National Center for Victims of Crime) 

 
You have the right to:  
ü Say ñnoò to an interview  request; 
ü Select a spokesperson or advocate of your choice; 
ü Select the time and location for media interviews; 
ü Request a specific reporter; 
ü Refuse an interview with a specific reporter, even though you have granted interviews to other 

reporters; 
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ü Say ñnoò to an interview even though you have previously granted interviews;  
ü Release a written statement through a spokesperson in lieu of an interview; 
ü Exclude children from interviews; 
ü Refrain from answering any questions with which you are uncomfortable or that you feel are 

inappropriate; 
ü Know in advance what questions the reporter will ask;  
ü Ask to review your quotations in a story prior to publication , though the news media is not 

obligated to give you a review;  
ü Avoid a press conference atmosphere and speak to only one reporter at a time;  
ü Demand a correction when inaccurate information is reported;  
ü Ask that offensive photographs or visuals be omitted from airing or publication;  
ü Give a television interview with your image blurred or a newspaper interview without having 

your picture taken; 
ü Completely give your side of the story related to the victimization ; 
ü Refrain from answering reportersô questions during a trial;  
ü File a formal complaint against a reporter;  
ü Grieve in private; and 
ü Suggest training about media and victims for print and electronic media in your community . 

 
Grief Reactions  Specific to Survivors  
  
Traumatic grief is different than other types of grief. A violent and sudden death can cause especially strong 
feelings in a survivor. A variety of emotions may also arise from the manner in which their loved one was 
killed, and not just the death itself. Additionally, survivors may experience delays in their grief process due to 
investigations, trials, appeals, etc. 
 
Trauma is an event that overwhelms an individualôs capacity for coping. Grief is an emotional 
response to death.  Trauma impedes the grief process and grief makes processing the trauma 
difficult.  
 
For instance, frustration may run high for survivors when law 
enforcement fails to make an arrest, plea bargains are made and 
offenders are repeatedly considered for parole. For some survivors, 
attending trial proves too difficult a task due to the traumatic details 
presented in the proceedings. Once they have identified those stimuli 
which remind them of the crime, survivors may seek to avoid crime-
related appointments and proceedings either partially or entirely.  
 
Another factor which can never be under estimated is the power of public 
opinion.  Homicide investigations often take place in the public eye and 
unfortunately, societyôs tendency to ñvictim-blameò can leave survivors 
feeling helpless, exposed, deserted or ashamed.  
 
Each person is different, and each will experience grief in ways which are unique and personal. Each situation 
is unique as well. However, knowing about typical reactions in these unusual circumstances can help a person 
cope with the painful feelings of grief.  
 
Sometimes people expect to go through stages of grieving. They expect to ñbe overò a certain stage after a 
period of time. Although we can describe stages in the grieving process, it is a mistake to expect any particular 
individual to conform to them closely. Stages of grief are better described as fluid. One may skip over stages 
or stay in one stage for an extended period of time . 
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The following information describes some common reactions to homicide. You will see there is a wide 
spectrum of feelings. There is no right or wrong way to grieve  and survivors shouldnôt be surprised if their 
normal coping mechanisms for dealing with stress are no longer effective.  
 
We have identified just some of the physical, emotional and behavioral reactions a survivor might experience 
following the death of their loved one.  It is important for survivors to remember that their thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors are inter-related, because their thoughts affect how they feel and their feelings affect how they 
behave. Additionally, past traumatic experiences and grief can impact the emotional response to traumatic 
grief. 

 
 

Common Thought Process Reactions: 
 
Thoughts:   Flashbacks, nightmares, daydreaming, intrusive memories and images, searching 
for meaning and answerséWHY?, indecisiveness, inability to think clearly,  fragmented thought 
process, mind is numb, thoughts of suicide, and preoccupation with thoughts of the deceased .   

 
 

 

Emotional Reactions = Feelings : 
 
Survivors may experience a variety of emotions, some of which are listed below (this 
list is not exhaustive). Remember, there is no right or wrong way to grieve .   

  
         Feelings : Denial, irritability, anger, rage, unforgiveness, fear, terror, 

guilt,  indifference, sadness, depression, anxiety, nightmares,  insecurity, 
paranoia, lonely, distrust, helpless, powerless, numb, inconsolable grief, 
abandonment, confusion, preoccupation with death and unrealistic 
expectations.   

 
 

 Behavioral Reactions : 
  
Actions:  hyper-activity, hypo-activity, lashing out, detachment, avoidance, immobility, hyper -
vigilance, disorganization, perfectionism, compulsive cleaning, hoarding, wandering, isolation, 
increased promiscuity, clingy, fear of intimacy, weight loss, over -eating, poor hygiene, 
substance abuse, gambling,  stealing and physical violence.  
  
             
 

  
Helpful Coping Behaviors:     There are a variety of helpful behaviors survivors 
may implement to combat feelings of anger, rage, vengefulness, irritability , sleep 
disturbance, etc. Survivors may find exercise, spending time with supportive 
friends / family, doing activities one enjoys, visiting a mental health professional , 
or talking to other survivors in a support group  to be helpful . If survivors are 
unable to sleep, they could consider speaking with their medical provider. 
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 Physical Reactions:  
  

Symptoms:  numbness, nausea, stomach ache, change in sleep 
patterns, elevated heart rate, sweating, light -headedness, 
hyperventilation, loss of appetite, increased appetite, headaches, 
tiredness, exhaustion, body aches, accident prone, shortness of 
breath, tightness in throat or chest, dry mouth, sensitivity to 
noise, light or alcohol, and general feeling of being unwell.  

 
Grief Reactions  Specific to Young  Survivors   
While many of the feelings children experience are the same as their adult counterparts, t he way in which 
children react to traumatic grief  differs depending upon their level of maturity, relationship to the deceased , 
and their conceptual understanding of death.  
 
 Infants  (0 -2yrs.) :  Experts now know trauma in 

children under the age of three often causes pervasive 
changes in the mind, resulting in developmental changes 
that forever may impact the person. This is now called 
Developmental Trauma.  

 
 Infants  will grieve for their caregivers  or those individuals 

they were closely bonded to. Infants communicate 
through body language so their grief will likely take the 
form of crying and restlessness.  

 
 Toddlers (3 -5yrs.):  This age group is verbal but they do not understand the concept of finality and 

as a result will expect their loved one to return eventually. They have an understanding of basic 
feelings such as mad, sad, happy, etc., and how to express those feelings when they experience them.  

  
 Children (6 -10 yrs. ):  The finality of death becomes more real to this age group and this can stir up 

an entirely new set of feelings for children who  have few memories of their loved one. Children are also 
learning more about the biology of the human body at this stage of maturity and as a result may have 
questions associated with their loved oneôs body and the process it has gone through since dying. It is 
best to be as clear as possible when addressing a childôs questions. It might be helpful to place a child 
this age in a peer support group.  

 
Preadolescents (11 -13yrs.) :  At this stage in development the 
child is likely considering the spiritual aspect of their loved ones 
death, so questions associated with ñwhat happens to someone 
when they dieò are likely to arise. It is important to speak open ly 
with preadolescents and to find outside sources that may be able 
to offer guidance on how to answer questions you do not feel 
comfortable handling.   
  
Teenagers (14 -18yrs.):    Due to teenagersô increased desire to 
exert their independence, those experiencing grief are more likely 
to seek the support of friends rather than their family.  Teens are 
more likely to take part in high -risk behaviors such as coping with 


